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Michael and Malott's Dialog on Linguistic Productivity

Jack Michael and Richard W. Malott,
Western Michigan University

This is an informal dialog between Jack Michael and Dick Malott inspired by Malott's commentary (In
press) on Relational Frame Theory: A Post-Skinnerian Account ofHuman Language and Cognition (Hayes,
Barnes-Holmes, Roche; 2001). Topics range from psychologist Skinner to linguist Hockett and from the
Skinner box to verbal behavior (AKA language).

Jack Michael: I admire your efforts (Malott,
2003) in going through the relational-frame
book (Hayes, Barnes-Holmes, & Roche;
2001).

Dick Malott: Thanks. Interesting book, but
tough sledding.

J: And your analysis in terms of productive
symbolic stimulus control seems quite rea-
sonable.

D: Thanks. As you may recall, these issues
have been of interest to me ever since I've
been at WMU.

J: However, there were two aspects of the pa-
per I found myself disagreeing with. The
first was your characterization in the first
paragraph of what "we" would reply, etc. I
did not see myself in this characterization.
I came at the applied area primarily from
extensive study of Skinner's (1953) book,
Science andHuman Behavior, not from the
rat lab; and I do not remember myself of-
fering such superficial answers to questions
like "Why are people crazy?" Skinner's
chapter 24, Psychotherapy, provides analy-
ses that are much richer than "Like the rat
in the Skinner box leams to press the le-
ver."

This dialog is a compilation of a series of email
exchanges between Michael and me. I've attempted
to integrate and sequence the comments in as func-
tional a manner as possible, though occasionally
mild, transient sequential awkwardness still occurs.
(DM)
You can contact the authors at Department ofPsy-

chology, Western Michigan University, Kalamazoo,
MI 49008 or Michael at jack.michael(wmich.edu
and Malott at DickMalott@DickMalott.com. You
can also link to an MS Word file of this article at
DickMalott.com.

D: Though I was impressed with chapter 24
when I first read it, later it seemed merely
to be a behavioral translation of traditional
talk psychotherapy into behavioral termi-
nology, adding little and not being very criti-
cal of that traditional "therapeutic" meth-
odology.

J: When I started my career as a college pro-
fessor at Kansas university, I was frequently
asked questions by Freudian and Lewinian
grad students about abnormal behavior; and
because I knew very little about such be-
havior I was pretty cautious in my answers.
The questioners were already pretty com-
mitted to the view that something in the
person's history was relevant, although they
also considered genetic factors of consid-
erable importance (but less interesting be-
cause as clinical psychologists there was
little they could do about such factors).

D: Yes, one of Freud's many virtues is that he
was not a biological determinist; in fact he
was an early environmental determinist.

J: My approach was to attempt a behavioral
interpretation of the kinds of environmen-
tal factors they considered possibly rel-
evant, or from science and human behav-
ior, to come up with some they had not con-
sidered.

I have also always resisted the general
notion that there was some essential fea-
ture of behavior that would qualify it as
human language. Writers like Hockett
(1960a & b) are searching for some critical
feature that could be used to distinguish
"real" human language from various seem-
ingly linguistic behaviors, such as animals
might display naturally or as a result of
training by humans, the kinds ofthings you
refer to as "pale imitations" of language.
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(Incidentally, I am not one of the behavior
analysts who is unaware of his so-called
brilliant work, but one who found it of little
value in our efforts to understand verbal
behavior.)

Skinner's definition of verbal behavior
as behavior reinforced through the behav-
ior of another person is only intended to
identify the topic ofhis consideration in the
book on verbal behaviQr, and the refine-
ments to the definition at the end of chap-
ter 8 (Skinner, 1992) are only to show that
the analysis can be narrowed to "what is
traditionally recognized as the verbal field,"
but not to identify an essential feature. The
essential features of the mand can be seen
in the behavior of the dog that sits by the
door because such behavior has been rein-
forced by being let out. Such verbal behav-
ior has a relatively small vocabulary, and is
certainly not deserving of a 470-page be-
havior analysis like verbal behavior.

It lacks some ofthe more interesting as-
pects ofhuman language, but not some es-
sential feature that is seen in "real human
language."

D: The barking-doggie example is an interest-
ing and I think deceptive example. Of
course, it is functionally the same as the rat
pressing the lever in the Skinner box, with
the Psy 360 student delivering a drop of
water, contingent on that lever press. And
so the rat e.g. is just as classifiable as ver-
bal behavior as is the doggie e.g., but the
rat e.g. doesn't have the face validity ofthe
doggie e.g., the doggie e.g. carries with it
all sorts of implicit baggage that convinces
the unwary, because clearly the doggie is
trying to communicate to the master, who,
indeed, understands what his little doggie
is trying to say. In other words, the naive
will buy into the argument that the doggie
is talking much more quickly than the rat is
talking.

D: Of course, I don't consider you among the
naive, but many (most?) of our behavior
analytic colleagues consider the little, non-
verbal autistic kid's self-injury behavior and
aggression as an attempt to communicate
to the trainer that the training task is too
difficult, or he wants some attention, which,
of course, is the sort of thinking that leads

to facilitated communication. And that's the
sort of risk created by Skinner's definition
of verbal behavior as behavior reinforced
by someone else; from my view, it is sim-
plistic; all behavior analysts lock into that
simplistic definition, without attending to
his more sophisticated later qualifications
or supplements.

D: Incidentally, I think one of the major prob-
lems with Skinner's initial definition ofver-
bal behavior is that it is structural rather than
functional.

J: I am bothered to see you support this gen-
eral traditional approach that is so popular
with those who, ever since Darwin, have
been looking for some essential human
quality.

D: I am sorry my writing gave you that im-
pression. My goal is to show that all us ani-
mals are brothers, under the skin, that biol-
ogy is not destiny. Other than our having a
soul and a spirit, I think there is no essen-
tial human quality, no fundamental differ-
ence between us and the other animals (I
say this, in spite ofthe fact that many people
might be offended by the notion that their
doggie has no soul or spirit, just as they are
offended by the notion that their doggie is
not trying to communicate to them when
he barks at the door, and just as they are
offended by the notion that doggie doesn't
think.)

What I am looking for is the essence of
language (aka verbal behavior), not the es-
sence of humanness. And I think that es-
sence is linguistic productivity. So nothing
would please me more than if some smart
experimental analyst would achieve linguis-
tic productivity with a pigeon, even though
all the experimental subject would have to
work with would be a tiny bird brain.

J: In any event, it is your paper; and I cannot
effectively impose my opinions on yours.

D: Perhaps not, but you sure can get me to
spend a lot ofpleasant, intellectually stimu-
lating time thinking about the issues you
raise, thereby forcing me to clarify my own
thinking, even to myself, a frequent service
of yours I greatly appreciate.
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J: Support this misconception ifyou wish, and
a pox on all your houses.

D: I hope I have convinced you to remove your
curse, at least with regard to that miscon-
ception.

J: The first point erroneously includes me in
a group that had a very superficial behav-
ioral approach, certainly not one that could
develop from a careful understanding of
Skinner's Science and Human Behavior.
And I would like to be excluded from that
group.

D: I officially exclude you from that group.

D: But I'm afraid the group of behavior ana-
lysts that does not have such a sophisticated
understanding ofSkinner may still be much
larger than we'd like, maybe including the
majority ofbehavior analysts. Most are now
much more sophisticated about abnormal
behavior, thanks to the pioneering work of
Ayllon and you and others, but many ofthe
most sophisticated are still littering their
work with reifications like "autism," and
therefore looking for its causes in bad blood
(literally).

J: Here are some comments on your previous
comments:

I am not sure how your passage that begins
with "the barking-doggie example ..." is related
to the point I was making that seeking the es-
sential features of language is a useless en-
deavor. Ofcourse, the rat's lever pressing quali-
fies as language just as much as the dog sitting
by the door because that behavior has been re-
inforced by being let out.

D: My point is that one value of seeking the
essential features of language is that it al-
lows us to have a higher standard for what
constitutes language and thereby removes
from consideration trivial examples of op-
erant behavior where another organism hap-
pens to deliver the reinforcer, examples
such as the barking dog and, perhaps more
obviously to some people, examples such
as the lever-pressing rat.

Another value of using the higher stan-
dard of linguistic productivity is that it
might focus research on this more complex
behavioral repertoire-the productive rep-

ertoire. That could result in better experi-
mental and applied control over the vari-
ables responsible for instilling that highly
desirable repertoire.

J: Also, I am not sure I understand your point
about the little non-verbal autistic kid's self-
injury as an attempt to communicate, etc.
Aside from the objectionable mentalistic
language it may well be important to deter-
mine whether the child is "attempting to
communicate with the trainer that the task
is too difficult" (that is, the bad behavior is
related to a reinforcement history of cessa-
tion of the training task) or not so related.
Self-injurious or aggressive behavior that
occurs because of a reinforcement history
unrelated to cessation ofthe training task is
different in an important way from topo-
graphically similar behavior that is related
to cessation of the training task, and this
difference is not unrelated to appropriate
treatment.

D: My point is that using terms like "commu-
nicate" causes many people, perhaps most
people to do the opposite of the functional
analysis you suggest and instead to try to
verbally communicate back to the kid, to
get him to understand that his disruptive
behavior is self-defeating, to get him to see
the relation of such behavior to his long-
term well being-no kidding. We're talk-
ing about a culture that insists on using de-
scriptive praise with non-verbal organisms.
And I think "communicate" just fuzzes up
that whole scene.

J: Regarding your view that one of the major
problems with Skinner's initial definition
of verbal behavior is that it is structural
rather than functional; I have never found
the structural vs. functional distinction of
any value whatsoever. Catania tried to make
the case that linguists and cognitive psy-
chologists were interested in structural
questions and behavior analysts were inter-
ested in functional questions. I never bought
into this notion. Every example of a struc-
tural question was ultimately a question of
the how behavior is or has been controlled
by basic behavioral variables such as the
role of unlearned environment-behavior
relations, respondent functional relations,
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and operant functional relations. Either the
behavior of an individual behaver is in-
volved, or the interrelations between or
among different behavers, or the cultural
practices of larger groups, but all of it is
simply behavior controlled by environmen-
tal variables. Whether one wants to consider
this a statement that all aspects ofbehavior
are really functional issues or (as I prefer)
that the distinction is of no value in our at-
tempt to understand the behavior of indi-
viduals or of groups.

D: Yeah, I'll admit the structural vs. functional
distinction is a bit trendy, and I hesitated to
raise it. But I think the issue is important.
And though Jack Michael may be able to
reduce all structural issues to functional
ones, many people, perhaps most people,
can't.

The problem with the structural view is
that it causes people, including behavior
analysts, to make distinctions they should
not make and to fail to make distinctions
they should make.
An example ofsuperficial, structural dis-

tinctions: "Don't tell me that back-ward
mental patient's frequent, disruptive enter-
ing of the nurses' station is an operant re-
sponse, maintained by its consequence, just
like the rat's lever press. The woman looks
nothing like the rat; her entering the nurses'
station looks nothing like the lever press;
and the negative rejection by the nurses
looks nothing like the rat's drop of water."
An example of superficial, structural

similarities: "That back-ward mental
patient's hoarding of towels in her room
looks like the rats pressing the lever and
getting drops of water. So it's time for an
EO. To stop the rat's pressing the lever, we
can satiate him with water. So to stop the
woman's hoarding the towels, we can sati-
ate her with towels; we will fill her room
with towels." Though the intervention
worked, and though filling the woman's
room with towels may appear structurally
similar to filling the rat's bottle with water,
those two events do not serve the same func-
tion. You don't satiate an organism with
learned reinforcers; satiation would involve
the unlearned reinforcers with which the
learned reinforcers were paired, as you, of
course, know, but which those controlled

by structural similarities have a hard time
grasping.

J: With respect to your paragraph beginning
"What I am looking for is the essence of
language, not the essence of humanness,"
it was your search for the essence of lan-
guage that I was criticizing. I threw in the
"humanness" issue simply to link one un-
profitable search with another somewhat
related unprofitable search.

D: Shame on you. That may be an example of
being too controlled by structural similari-
ties.

J: Thanks, Dick, for providing this opportu-
nity for intellectual interaction. It is a shame
that we are so busy with other aspects of
our job that we do not have time for this
kind of activity in small group discussion.

D: Yeah, we tend to have more of an opportu-
nity to talk when we see each other at con-
ferences. And in fact that's halfway the case
now, as I am in Florida, presumably pre-
paring my PowerPoint presentation for
FABA OBM, when instead I'm having too
great a time working through this stuffwith
you.

So now ifyou will excuse me, I will get
back to my PowerPoint.
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